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Just over a week ago Dick Schultz resigned as the Executive 
Director of the NCAA, a position he has held since 1987. Schultz 
has been called a leader in the reform of Intercollegiate 
Athletics and has changed the public image of the NCAA. His 
resignation was prompted by the fact that the NCAA had found 
rules violations in the University of Virginia athletic program 
during the Dick Schultz years as Athletic Director there. 
Virginia has been placed on two years probation.  
 
The Schultz resignation has produced an enormous amount of 
comment over the past week, and once again some discussion of 
the role of intercollegiate athletics in the American 
university. The resignation has been praised and condemned, as 
has Schultz and the NCAA. 
 
By its own standards the NCAA has previously punished 
universities for a lack of institutional control, and clearly 
Dick Schultz's tenure at Virginia meets that description. 
 
But all of the technicalities are really beside the point, as we 
see here one more case of a university with a strong academic 
reputation, and an official with a reputation for honesty and 
integrity, unable to hold it all together in the face of the 
power of intercollegiate athletics. I only saw one commentator, 
George Vecsey of The New York Times, raise the ultimate question 
in this case, "what is the point of combining big-time sports 
and higher education?" 
 
In the latter part of the 19th century when big-time athletics 
was institutionalized at American universities it was done for 
several reasons. First, it was designed to bring fame to the 
university, to be advertising device, as new universities were 
seeking to break into the American educational market where the 
competition for students was intense. Second, it was to be a 
diversion for the student body, to keep them out of more serious 
trouble. Third, it was designed to promote the university 
presidents who were moving up their own career ladder and needed 
to bring attention to themselves and their institutions. Fourth, 
it was designed to hold the loyalty of alumni, and fifth to 
attract the attention of the large donors. 
 
But none of those reasons was good enough for a society that 
needed moral justification for everything it did, and so 
intercollegiate athletics was sold as a device to promote the 
growth of the manly virtues and high moral standards, the 
development of character on the college campus.  
 
When the desire and need to win became more important than any 
of these reasons, intercollegiate athletics was quickly 
corrupted, and after several attempts at reform, the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association was formed. From its inception 
in the early 20th century the NCAA was more committed to the 
image of intercollegiate athletics and the appearance of reform, 
than to real change. 
 
Since the beginnings of intercollegiate sport, maintaining the 
amateur ideal was given high value, and the NCAA has taken this 
on as one of its chief functions. The notion that an amateur was 
morally superior to a professional, with professionalism being 
defined as being paid to play, is part of the British 
aristocratic legacy in American sport. It was a notion designed 
to keep the masses out of sport in Britain, but in the United 
States it became instead a part of the moral fabric of sport. It 
was also nonsensical. The concept of the student-athlete is a 
derivative of this value system. 
 
If you look at the policing functions of the NCAA you will find 
that almost all violations are related to illegal payments of 
one kind or another to the athletes, and indeed almost all rules 
speak to this issue in some way. Indeed the demise of Dick 
Schultz is tied directly to this issue, as the violations in 
question at Virginia involved loans to athletes.  
 
There seems to be a fear within the NCAA that if athletes are 
paid fair market value for their services they will no longer be 
regarded as students, intercollegiate athletics will be revealed 
as big business rather than an educational enterprise, and the 
athletes will be revealed as professionals rather than amateurs 
and students. The moral facade will fall away. The NCAA refuses 
to let this happen. Instead it mounts great efforts to maintain 
a mythic structure that, if it ever existed, has long since 
disappeared. 
 
In the end we must go back to the question posed by George 
Vecsey, "what is the point of combining big-time sports and 
higher education?" One answer is that they are not combined, and 
never have been. They have only coexisted, and usually to the 
detriment of higher education. Meanwhile the NCAA is looking for 
a new emperor to wear their clothes. 
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